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Whose Truth? A Reader-Oriented Study
of the Johannine Pilate and John 18,38a
The goal of this article is to illustrate the important role of the
reader in literary criticism. We will do this by showing how the act of
interpretation is necessary for the filling of gaps in the narrative line
and in the characterization of important literary figures. We will focus
primarily on character studies in the Fourth Gospel, and more specifi-
cally on the characterization of Pilate. The goal of this study is to show
how different interpreters characterize Pilate, and what remains unsaid.
This article is more deconstructive in its approach, because it tries to
illustrate that no characterization of Pilate reaches the core of this lit-
erary figure, but that the act of interpretation is necessary if we are to
be able to speak about the literary figure of Pilate. There is no Pilate in
the Fourth Gospel outside of our act of interpretation. Consequently,
every interpretation of Pilate is our interpretation (cf. Heidegger’s no-
tion of Jemeinigkeit). Perhaps it even says more about us than about
Pilate. If this is true, and we will try to illustrate this, Pilate’s question
of truth (John 18,38a) can be read as a very interesting remark or ques-
tion in the text. In the second part of this article we will offer a reading
of John 18,38a that can function as a reader’s guide for a deconstructive
reading of the text.
I. The Characterization of the Johannine Pilate
It is not our intention to give a historical overview here of the char-
acterization studies of the Johannine Pilate in the history of interpreta-
tion. Rather we would like to make clear which hermeneutical choices
are implicit in the main interpretations of Pilate. We have discerned
three possible interpretations in secondary literature. The first interpre-
tation defends Pilate as an aggressive figure who considers Jesus as
guilty and as a threat to his authority. In this interpretation, it is Pilate
who is the driving force behind Jesus’ crucifixion. The most eminent
defender of this position that we will discuss is C.M. Tuckett. The sec-
ond interpretation asserts that Pilate is convinced of Jesus’ innocence
and that he is reluctant to sentence him. In this interpretation, the Jews
are considered as the driving force behind Jesus’ crucifixion. The most
eminent defender of this position that we will discuss is M.C. de Boer.
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In a third interpretation, Pilate and the Jews are engaged in a power
struggle. Initially Pilate has the upper hand and is characterized as ag-
gressive. John 19,4-8 is then regarded as the turning point at which the
upper hand in this struggle shifts from Pilate to “the Jews”. After this,
Pilate is characterized as reluctant. In this interpretation both Pilate and
the Jews are the driving forces behind Jesus’ crucifixion. This is the
interpretation defended by R.A. Piper. 
As has been demonstrated by D.F. Tolmie in his recent character
study of the Johannine Pilate in 2013, the main question that has
prompted different answers in secondary literature is the following: “Is
he [Pilate, T.T.] primarily a weak and indecisive character forced by
‘the Jews’ to do something he does not want to do? or is he actually a
shrewd figure, thinking only of his own political self-interest, manip-
ulating ‘the Jews’?” 1 This question is central to our discussion of the
interpretation possibilities that the Johannine Pilate offers. In what fol-
lows, we will mainly focus on three parts of the text, but such a division
is surely artificial, because every characterization of Pilate is interre-
lated with an interpretation of all his acts and words. These parts are
18,33-38, 18,39 – 19,6 and 19,7-16. We will finish with a discussion
of 18,38a to make the transition to the second part of this article. As
stated earlier, we will not summarize all the possible interpretations of
Pilate’s actions and words one by one, but we will pay attention to the
narrative gaps that determine each interpretation of these actions and
words 2. In this way we will become more aware of the hermeneutical
choices and the concepts that guide each characterization of Pilate. As
such, we will become more aware of our role as interpreter in the in-
terpretation of John’s story world.
1. John 18,33-38
At the beginning of the first hearing of Jesus by Pilate (18,33-38a)
there is already a narrative gap: Eivsh/lqen ou=n pa,lin eivj to. praitw,rion
o` Pila/toj kai. evfw,nhsen to.n VIhsou/n kai. ei=pen auvtw/|\ su. ei= o` basileu.j
tw/n VIoudai,wnÈ (18,33).  Pilate’s question to Jesus about whether he is
the king of the Jews is rather unexpected, because in 18,30 the Jews
1 D.F. TolMIe, “Pontius Pilate: Failing in More Ways Than one”, Character
Studies in the Fourth Gospel. Narrative Approaches to Seventy Figures in John
(eds. R. ZIMMeRMANN et al.) (WUNT 314; Tübingen 2013) 578-597, here 581.
2 For the importance of these narrative gaps for the act of interpretation, see
W. ISeR, “The Reading Process: A Phenomenological Approach”, New Literary
History 3 (1972) 279-299, here 285.
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refused to specify their accusation. Hence, the question comes “out of
the blue” 3, and confronts the reader with “a narrative gap” 4. As a con-
sequence, it is not surprising that interpreters of the text fill this gap in
different ways. The way we fill the gap is strongly determined by the
way we answer the question: what is the origin of the accusation, “the
king of the Jews”. The answer to this question again depends heavily
on the answer we give to the question of the intention with which Pilate
formulated this question. It is not our goal to defend a certain way of
filling this gap, but to show that every way of filling it has a certain
plausibility, and so the answer depends on the concepts the interpreter
uses to characterize Pilate, whether the concept of aggressiveness or
the concept of reluctance.
We begin by remarking that it is not clear whether 18,33c is a ques-
tion. The Synoptics also have the phrase su. ei= o` basileu.j tw/n VIoudai,wn
(Mt 27,11; Mk 15,12; lk 23,3). As M.C. de Boer observes correctly,
the only difference with the Synoptics is that in John the phrase is in-
troduced by ei=pen, while the Synoptics use forms of evperwta,w for this.
According to de Boer, this indicates that Pilate’s words have to be un-
derstood as a statement rather than as a question. De Boer illustrates
that, when John uses ei=pen to introduce a question, markers in the con-
text, as for example the word order, an interrogative particle, or a pro-
noun, indicate that what follows is to be construed as a question. De
Boer exemplifies this with ouvkou/n basileu.j ei= su, in 18,37, in which it
is the word order that illustrates that it is a question, while the context
determines whether the particle ouvkou/n is inferential, interrogative, or
accenting. These features are not present in 18,33. The punctuation that
Nestle-Aland offers is, according to de Boer, inspired by scholars and
biblical translators who, under the influence of the Synoptic parallels,
assume that Pilate’s words must be a question 5. 
Furthermore, de Boer states that it is John’s theological agenda that
assures us that 18,33c is a statement and not a question. John evidently
cannot have Pilate’s first words to Jesus presented as a question in
3 C.M. TUCkeTT, “Pilate in John 18–19. A Narrative-Critical Approach”, Nar-
rativity in Biblical and Related Texts (eds. G.J. BRooke – J.-D. kAeSTlI) (BeThl
149; leuven 2000) 131-140, here 134.
4 A.J. köSTeNBeRGeR, “«What is Truth?»: Pilate’s Question in Its Johannine
and larger Biblical Context”,  JETS 48 (2005) 33-62, here 37.
5 M.C. De BoeR, “The Narrative Function of Pilate in John”, Narrativity in
Biblical and Related Texts (eds. G.J. BRooke – J.-D. kAeSTlI) (BeThl 149; leu-
ven 2000) 141-158, here 148.
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18,33, since, for John, Jesus is indubitably ‘the king of the Jews’. Ac-
cording to de Boer, Pilate functions in the trial narrative as a mouth-
piece for the truth that Jesus is king 6. Further on in this discussion, we
will illustrate how de Boer derives this from John’s trial narrative.  
In addition to the question of whether 18,33c is a question or a
statement, it is necessary to seek the origin of the accusation, “king of
the Jews”.  For de Boer, it is clear from 18,35 that Pilate got this accu-
sation from the Jews 7.  R.A. Piper does not agree with this. With regard
to the issue of whether 18,33c is a question or an assertion, he speaks
of an “ambiguity”, and when speaking of 18,35, he points out that it
can also mean that Pilate does not believe in any form of Jewish king-
ship, rather than indicating the source of the accusation. Hence, Piper
does not exclude the possibility that Pilate himself formulated the title,
“king of the Jews”.  Piper suggests that good reasons for this are that
the title “king of the Jews” is outsider language, and that it is not used
by others in the Fourth Gospel before the dispute about the titulus in
19,21 8. Unlike de Boer and Piper, C.M. Tuckett gives no attention to
the question of the origin of the accusation in 18,33. Tuckett agrees
with de Boer that the focus in 18,33 is on Jesus’ kingship, but he does
not conclude from this that 18,33c is an assertion. Although Tuckett
acknowledges that Pilate’s accusation comes out of the blue, he does
not speculate on its origin. The only thing Tuckett shares about this is
that the question of 18,33 could be a traditional element in the story.
He refers to the Synoptic parallel in Mark to justify this conjecture 9.
So every position discussed has a different interpretation of the ori-
gin of the expression “king of the Jews” in 18,33. Now each one of
these interpretations is determined by the answer that is given to the
question regarding the intention with which Pilate formulates the ques-
tion or assertion in 18,33. In other words, before we are capable of an-
swering the question of the origin of the charge, “king of the Jews”,
we need to characterize Pilate. Secondary literature offers two ways to
do this. We can characterize him as aggressive or as reluctant. If we
6 De BoeR, “Narrative Function”, 148-153.
7 De BoeR, “Narrative Function”, 148-153. See also R. BIeRINGeR, “«My
kingship is not of this World» (John 18,36): The kingship of Jesus and Politics”,
The Myriad Christ. Plurality and the Quest for Unity in Contemporary Christology
(eds. T. MeRRIGAN – J. HAeRS) (BeThl 152; leuven 2000) 159-175, here 169.  
8 R.A. PIPeR, “The Characterisation of Pilate and the Death of Jesus in the
Fourth Gospel”, The Death of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel (ed. G. VAN Belle)
(BeThl 200; leuven 2007) 121-162, here 147, 154.  
9 TUCkeTT, “Pilate”, 134.
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characterize Pilate as aggressive, we are inclined to interpret 18,33c 
as an assertion or question that is used by Pilate to drive the Jews 
into denying their religious identity and heritage in 19,15. Hence, we
have to argue that Pilate gives the impression that he considers Jesus’
kingship as a political threat, although he possibly knows better 
than that. Piper and Tuckett defend this position. That is why Piper
does not exclude the possibility that Pilate himself devised the accusa-
tion, “king of the Jews” 10.  If we characterize Pilate as reluctant, we
will rather be inclined to understand 18,33c as an assertion or question
that Pilate himself does not really take seriously, because he is able to
see that Jesus is no political threat to him. For this reason, Pilate reacts
reluctantly to the accusation of the Jews. This is how de Boer charac-
terizes Pilate. That is why he thinks the Jews devised the charge, “king
of the Jews”.
The role of the narrative gap of 18,33 is all-determining. It deter-
mines how one characterizes all the other deeds and sayings of Pilate
in relation to Jesus and the Jews. We will illustrate this extensively. Ac-
cording to de Boer, it is unconvincing that Pilate considers Jesus as a
political threat to him, because Pilate declares: evgw. ouvdemi,an eu`ri,skw
evn auvtw/| aivti,an (18,38f.). Pilate repeats this statement in 19,4.6 11. By
contrast, Tuckett concludes the opposite from 18,38f. and 19,4.6. Al-
though Pilate comes to a clear decision about Jesus’ innocence, he fails
10 H.k. BoND, Pontius Pilate in History and Interpretation (MSSNTS 100;
Cambridge 1998) 167, 177, avoids the implication that an aggressive Pilate de-
vised the accusation himself by presupposing that the Jews made an arrangement
with Pilate before Jesus’ arrest. The Jews brought Jesus to Pilate’s attention before
the arrest with the charge, “king of the Jews”. She finds support for this in “the
arrest” and “the Jewish plot in chapter 11, where the chief priests and Pharisees
express their fear that the Romans will take severe measures against Jesus’ 
increasing popularity (11,48)”. Nevertheless, Piper (“Pilate”, 144) remarks that
Jesus’ arrest in John is “an event with cosmic significance” in which the world’s
forces have been marshalled to confront Jesus, and as such it has another narrative
function than pointing out to the reader that there was a previous arrangement 
between the Jews and the Romans. The possibility of a previous arrangement 
between the Jews and the Romans is “not excluded, but neither does it seem to 
be the point”. This is also the case for 11,48. The fact that the Jews think that the
Romans will interfere against Jesus’ increasing popularity does not force us to
infer that there was a previous arrangement between the Jews and the Romans.
This might be possible, but the arguments that Bond gives are far from compelling.
As such, we conclude that Bond’s hypothesis is another way to fill in the narrative
gap of the origin of the accusation, “king of the Jews”, although not more com-
pelling than the others.
11 De BoeR, “Narrative Function”, 143 n. 11.
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to release Jesus, and as such he is “dishonest, corrupt and evil” 12. Tuck-
ett argues that, although Pilate finds no legal grounds (ouvdemi,an aivti,an)
to convict Jesus, that is not enough for him to consider Jesus as non-
dangerous. Pilate remains conscious of the potential danger of Jesus.
This is not so far-fetched. As R. Bieringer observes correctly, Pilate re-
mains closed to the religious dimension of Jesus’ kingship. yet, this
does not prevent us from imagining that Pilate considers Jesus’ king-
ship as a threat to his position because of the possible consequences
that it could have for the worldly political powers 13. Jesus’ behavior
had a big impact on the Jewish world, and, as such, it had implications
for the world that Pilate had in common with the Jews 14.  It is not until
19,12 that this potential danger for Pilate actualizes itself. It is in 19,12
that the Jews start to question Pilate’s loyalty to the Roman emperor,
and therefore Jesus’ kingship becomes harmful for Pilate.
Is then de Boer’s position that Pilate does not consider Jesus as a
threat to him false? No, not necessarily. De Boer’s viewpoint on Pilate’s
deeds and words is only determined by another conceptual framework.
De Boer characterizes Pilate as reluctant, and he treats the narrative gap
in 18,33 in a different manner. This framework makes a total view of
the deeds and words of Pilate possible, but it is not falsified in any way.
De Boer considers Pilate as “an extremely reluctant participant in the
drama of Jesus’ trial and crucifixion” 15. Where Tuckett interprets the
same deeds and words of Pilate with the concept of aggressiveness, de
Boer uses the concept of reluctance. Pilate is convinced of Jesus’
innocence and sincerely wants to release Jesus, but the Jews hinder this
and force Pilate in 19,12 to sentence Jesus to his death on the cross 16.
The characterization of Pilate starts within the eye of the beholder. There
is no neutral stance in this regard. The interpreter is necessarily
prejudiced. Furthermore, it is not a logical procedure that lies at the
basis of this act of interpretation. The procedure consists in circular rea-
soning. The concept of reluctance or aggressiveness is used to fill in the
12 TUCkeTT, “Pilate”, 136. 
13 BIeRINGeR, “My kingship”, 165, 171. 
14 De BoeR, “Narrative Function”, 142, correctly states that the view that Pi-
late belongs to this world is “an assumption rather than a matter of demonstration”.
We agree with de Boer that 19,15 otherwise makes no sense. PIPeR (“Characteri-
sation”, 130) gives another good argument for the statement that Pilate and the
Jews share the same world, namely that there is an overlap between “the Jews”
and “the world” in John’s vocabulary.  
15 De BoeR, “Narrative Function”, 142.
16 De BoeR, “Narrative Function”, 142-145.
WHoSe TRUTH? A ReADeR-oRIeNTeD STUDy 401
narrative gap of 18,33, but the aggressive nature of the words and deeds
of Pilate that it henceforth tries to explain is already presupposed by the
concept. For example, why does Pilate declare that there is no legal
ground for Jesus’ conviction, but then does not release him? Do you
really explain anything when you respond that the reason is his aggressive
determination to drive the Jews to neglect their religious identity and
heritage, or his reluctance to give in to the accusations of the Jews, but
also that he is too weak to be able to defy them? What is in need of ex-
planation, namely the aggressiveness or reluctance of Pilate’s words or
deeds, is already presupposed in the concepts these interpreters use to
make sense of these acts and deeds. This fallacy of interpretation seems
to be inevitable. As a consequence, the way in which an interpreter char-
acterizes Pilate says more about the interpreter than about Pilate.
2. John 18,39 – 19,6
We offer a further illustration of the importance of the concepts the
interpreter uses in his/her act of interpreting Pilate’s acts and deeds.
The first interrogation of Jesus (18,33-38a) results in Pilate’s first at-
tempt to release Jesus (18,38b). As we discussed earlier, Tuckett con-
siders Pilate to be not really convinced of Jesus’ innocence. If Pilate
really was convinced of this, he would have released Jesus. yet, al-
though he does not find any legal ground to convict Jesus, he does not
release him either. In the eyes of Tuckett, Pilate manifests himself here
as dishonest, corrupt, and evil. According to Tuckett, it naturally fol-
lows from this that the sequence in the narrative tells us that Pilate
wants to continue his mockery of the Jews. In 18,39 Pilate knows full
well that Jesus’ kingship is not accepted by the Jews, and that is why
the Jews’ choice for Barabbas is inevitable 17. Piper remarks correctly
that this can be read as a strategy to trap the Jews. If the Jews accept
that Jesus is convicted as the king of the Jews, they demonstrate that
they are unable to keep control over nationalist messianic movements,
and therefore Roman involvement is justified. The Jews express this
fear in 11,48. This strategy is even more successful because of the Jews’
choice of Barabbas. Because of this open association with an enemy
of the empire, Roman involvement is even more justified 18. H.k. Bond
justifies this view by pointing out that, if we take Pilate’s proposal 
in 18,39 seriously, John portrays him as “completely miscalculating
17 TUCkeTT, “Pilate”, 136.
18 PIPeR, “Characterisation”, 148.
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and ineffectual” 19. Bond presupposes here that the Jews would never
release Jesus, because they handed him over for execution earlier in
the story in 18,28-29. At the same time, she presupposes that the chief
priests would always have used the opportunity to release a political
activist, a lh|sth,j. Therefore, Bond considers Pilate’s proposal not as a
serious attempt to release Jesus, but as a way for Pilate to mock Jewish
“nationalistic hopes” and “messianic aspirations” 20. 
By contrast, de Boer sticks to his characterization of Pilate as re-
luctant, interpreting Pilate’s proposal in 18,39 as a sincere attempt to
release Jesus. Pilate is rather unwilling to convict someone he considers
not-guilty. Instead, Pilate is sincerely in search of a way to release
Jesus. De Boer interprets 19,1-3 in this regard as again such an attempt
to release Jesus. 19,4 confirms this according to de Boer 21. The line of
thought that de Boer unfolds here is that it is clear to Pilate that Jesus
has done something wrong in the eyes of the Jews, although there are
no juridical grounds for Jesus’ alleged wrongdoing. Pilate scourges and
ridicules Jesus in 19,1-3 with the intention of tempering the anger of
the Jews, so that he can free Jesus afterwards. John 19,6 proves that
his intent was unsuccessful.  
Tuckett, however, not unexpectedly conceives ivdou. o` a;nqrwpoj in
19,5 as a mockery, but at the same time he also perceives Johannine
irony in it. Following naturally from this frame of interpretation, Tuck-
ett interprets 19,6 as a “mocking jest”. Pilate knows very well that the
Jews are not allowed to execute anyone, and so Tuckett interprets Pi-
late’s words la,bete auvto.n u`mei/j kai. staurw,sate as a way of mocking
the Jews. Regardless of “the historical realities of Jewish powers of ex-
ecution at this period of history”, we can conclude from “John’s story
world”, which in the eyes of Tuckett deserves our primary attention,
“that the Jews are not allowed to execute anyone, as the Jews have al-
ready told this to him [Pilate, T.T.] in 18,31” 22.
De Boer responds to this by claiming that “a Johannine reader
would probably assume that the Jewish authorities could kill someone
with the Roman governor’s approval and indulgence” 23. With this
claim de Boer points out that e;xestin in 18,31 might perhaps only refer
to the Jewish law. Consequently, the Jews could execute someone, if
19 BoND, Pontius Pilate, 181.
20 BoND, Pontius Pilate, 181-182. 
21 De BoeR, “Narrative Function”, 143. 
22 TUCkeTT, “Pilate”, 136-137.
23 De BoeR, “Narrative Function”, 144 n. 13.
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the Roman emperor approved it. De Boer brings to our attention that
the Jews already sought to kill Jesus (5,18; 7,1.19.20.25; 8,22.37.40;
11,53). They only needed the approval of the Romans for this. Then
they could crucify Jesus by Roman law. Pilate opposes this endeavor:
la,bete auvto.n u`mei/j kai. staurw,sate (19,6). He refuses to give his ju-
ridical approval for this, because he does not find any guilt in Jesus:
evgw. ga.r ouvc eu`ri,skw evn auvtw/| aivti,an (19,6). That Pilate says these
words to the Jews is reasonable according to de Boer, because in 8,28
Jesus says to his Jewish opponents that “they will lift him up” (i.e.,
“crucify him”). It seems obvious to de Boer that in 19,6, John has Pilate
“repeat the command for ‘the Jews’ to crucify Jesus themselves (la,bete;
as in v. 31) [...] to depict the Jewish authorities as bearing primary re-
sponsibility for Jesus’ crucifixion” 24.
Again, it is hard to discern who has the correct interpretation, i.e.,
whether Pilate is aggressive or reluctant. It does not seem to be an issue
of true or false. Things are more complex than that. It is the interpreter’s
conceptual framework that fills in the gaps of the text, and offers us an
intelligible view of the characters in the narrative. The interpreter is
more of an artist than a scientist. His/her job is to actualize the literary
and artistic potential of the text, and not to scientifically dissect it in
search of an all-encompassing and exhaustive meaning. Without 
the key concepts of reluctance and aggressiveness, there would be no
understanding of the actions and deeds of the Johannine Pilate. 
3. John 19,7-16
We continue to illustrate this further. For de Boer, the actual accu-
sation against Jesus is that he supposedly made himself the Son of God
(19,7). The charge, “king of the Jews”, was simply a smokescreen 25.
Be that as it may, Piper is correct in remarking that with the charge of
19,7 the Jews switch “from the political to the religious sphere” 26. 
As a reaction to this shift, 19,8-9 tells us that Pilate became “more
afraid” (ma/llon evfobh,qh), and he asks Jesus where he comes from:
po,qen ei= su,; Jesus does not answer, because, as de Boer states, “Pilate
will not understand the answer to the question and the Johannine reader
already does” 27. In 19,10-11 Jesus makes it plain to Pilate that “his
24 De BoeR, “Narrative Function”, 144 n. 13. 
25 De BoeR, “Narrative Function”, 143-144 n. 13, 153. 
26 PIPeR, “Characterisation”, 148-149.
27 De BoeR, “Narrative Function”, 153.
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destiny is not finally in Pilate’s control anyway” 28. In 19,12a we come
to know that Pilate was seeking (evzh,tei) to release Jesus. De Boer 
correctly points out that the imperfect evzh,tei implies repetition or 
persistence 29. Hence, de Boer thinks that originally Pilate was still very
reluctant to convict Jesus on the basis of the new charge. In 19,12b we
see, according to de Boer, that the Jews attempt “to convince Pilate
that the religious charge that Jesus made himself Son of God really
means that he was making himself [our] king which in turn means […]
that he opposes Caesar” 30.  According to de Boer, Pilate now has found
a juridical ground, that is, opposition to Caesar, to condemn Jesus to
death. De Boer considers it as part of tradition that the Jews had first
to explicitly repudiate Jesus, before letting Pilate proceed to Jesus’ cru-
cifixion, even if Pilate did not repudiate Jesus (19,15). In 19,22.31.38
Pilate repeatedly confirms in both word and deed that Jesus is indeed
king of the Jews. De Boer concludes that Pilate is used as “a tool of
the theological agenda of the evangelist” 31. So what de Boer is saying
is that the Jews have finally convinced Pilate to convict Jesus, but not
without expressing, with characteristically Johannine irony, that Jesus
is the king of the Jews, even if the Jews rejected him.  
Tuckett has a very different interpretation of what Pilate says and
does in 19,7-16. He also speaks of the greater fear of Pilate in 19,7-8,
and also states that 19,9 points out that Pilate is not able to understand
Jesus 32. yet, unlike de Boer, Tuckett considers 19,14 as an illustration
of Pilate’s mocking sarcasm. Pilate understands all too well that the
Jews cannot accept Jesus’ kingship. In 19,15 Pilate mocks the Jews
even more by emphasizing Jesus’ kingship in the formulation of the
question: to.n basile,a u`mw/n staurw,swÈ According to Tuckett, Pilate’s
mockery is so extreme that it is the cause of the Jews’ cry in 19,15f.:
ouvk e;comen basile,a eiv mh. Kai,sara 33. Pilate’s aggressive mockery is
understood here as the direct cause of the Jews’ recognition of Caesar
as being the only sovereign, and therefore the cause of the Jews’ repu-
diation of their own religious heritage, in which yHWH is recognized
as the only sovereign. Piper remarks that the Jews could have refused
Jesus as their king without distancing themselves from their religious
28 De BoeR, “Narrative Function”, 153. 
29 De BoeR, “Narrative Function”, 144.
30 De BoeR, “Narrative Function”, 153-154.
31 De BoeR, “Narrative Function”, 154. 
32 TUCkeTT, “Pilate”, 137.
33 TUCkeTT, “Pilate”, 138.
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heritage, although this did not happen in the Johannine narrative 34. In
this view, Pilate’s mockery forces only the Jews’ rejection of Jesus as
their king, and not their recognition of the sovereignty of Caesar, and
therefore the denial of yHWH as being the only sovereign power. yet,
against the background of 19,12, the Jews’ acceptance of Caesar’s sov-
ereignty in 19,15f. is understandable, because otherwise they could
also be liable to the same accusation as they uttered against Pilate in
19,12, namely that everyone who recognizes any other king but Caesar
is against Caesar. Therefore, the Jews’ acceptance of Caesar’s sover-
eignty in 19,15f. can be interpreted as a form of self-defense. But, of
course, this form of self-defense already implies that Pilate is aggres-
sive, and thus that it is Pilate’s mockery that lies at the basis of the
Jews’ repudiation of their own religious heritage.  
Again, one cannot compare apples with oranges. The different con-
cepts the interpreters use to build up the narrative results in completely
different and incomparable story worlds. you can say that there are
many Gospels, but you can also say that there are many versions of the
story world of the Gospel of John. There is no Pilate unless we help to
construct him, and this can be done in multiple ways, i.e., by using the
concept of aggressiveness or the concept of reluctance. That is why we
think Pilate’s question about truth catches the eye of the reader: ti, evstin
avlh,qeiaÈ (18,38a). When we read it, we are made aware of our own act
of interpretation, and we become aware of our own input and activity
in constructing the narrative and characterizing Pilate. Nevertheless,
when caught up in the wild and lively action of interpretation, such an
overtone is not always heard. We will illustrate this.
4. John 18,38a
It needs little clarification that against the background of Tuckett’s
characterization of Pilate as aggressive, 18,38a is a “dismissive mock-
ing question”. For Tuckett it is possible from the point of view of the
story world that Pilate only pretends to consider Jesus’ kingship as a
threat. What is important for Pilate is not truth, but the political advan-
tages he receives from it. As such, he does not take Jesus’ kingship se-
riously for the reason that Jesus bears witness to the truth (18,37).
Rather, he pretends to take Jesus’ kingship seriously, so that he can
drive the Jews into recognizing the sovereignty of the Roman emperor.
The actual truth claim behind Jesus’ kingship is of no importance to
34 PIPeR, “Characterisation”, 152.
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Pilate. For someone with such an attitude towards truth, truth is rather
“unknowable, illusory or unreal” 35.
Because de Boer characterizes Pilate not as aggressive but as re-
luctant, he will not go so far as to interpret 18,38a as a dismissive and
mocking question. Although de Boer agrees with Tuckett that Pilate
can have no idea what truth is, even if it is right in front of him (14,6),
it is nevertheless not the case for de Boer that Pilate does not know
what that truth is to which Jesus has come to testify in the context 
of the passion narrative, although he does not understand it, namely
the truth that Pilate utters repeatedly: “Jesus is the king of the Jews”.
In the Gospel of John, Pilate functions more as “the mouthpiece of 
a truth [he, T.T.] does not, indeed cannot, fully comprehend” 36. 
Tuckett and de Boer thus agree that 18,38a expresses Pilate’s in-
ability to understand Jesus, but they differ with regard to how to inter-
pret this. In Tuckett’s view Pilate is not interested in truth and considers
it as unknowable. In his research Pilate stays focused on his political
goals. In de Boer’s view, however, Pilate is sincerely interested in the
truth to which Jesus testifies, and he arrives at the sincere conviction
that Jesus is innocent. Therefore, Tuckett’s and de Boer’s interpretation
of 18,38a differ, because they connect a different intention with Pilate’s
inability to understand. And this intention differs, because they char-
acterize Pilate in a different manner. And as we have concluded multi-
ple times, both characterizations seem plausible.
The possible meaning of 18,38a as a question that points the reader
to his/her own act of interpretation does not even come into view here.
The interpreter is so caught up in his/her act of interpretation that Pi-
late’s question is not able to make him/her aware of his/her own activity
as an interpreter. S/he is even so caught up in his/her interpretation that
s/he does not notice that the identity of the addressee of 18,38a is not
clear. Again, we meet a narrative gap here. As B. kowalski observes
correctly, it is not clear who the addressee is of 18,38a, because Pilate
again leaves the praetorium after speaking these words: kai. tou/to
eivpw.n pa,lin evxh/lqen pro.j tou.j VIoudai,ouj 37.  kowalski gives the fol-
35 TUCkeTT, “Pilate”, 135.
36 De BoeR, “Narrative Function”, 152-153. 
37 B. koWAlSkI, “«Was ist Wahrheit?» (Joh. 18,38a): Zur literarischen und
theologischen Funktion der Pilatusfrage in der Johannespassion”, Im Geist und in
der Wahrheit. Studien zum Johannesevangelium und zur offenbarung des Jo-
hannes sowie andere Beiträge. FS M. Hasitschka, S.J. zum 65. Geburtstag (eds.
k. HUBeR – B. RePSCHINSkI) (NTA 52; Münster 2008) 201-227, here 220.
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lowing arguments to substantiate this. 18,38a is the only non-personal
question of Pilate. All other questions of Pilate are in the second person
singular (18,33.35.37; 19,9.10) or rhetorical (18,35; 19,15). Further-
more, 18,38a is more a “leserlenkungssignal”, because it is the only
time that avlh,qeia appears in a question, the last time that it appears in
John, and the only time that it is not spoken by Jesus 38. Grammatically,
kowalski refers to the aorist participle eivpw,n in 18,38 to point out that
the duration of the speech consists in no more than “der momentane
Augenblick” 39. With the use of this participle in combination with the
finite verb in the aorist indicative evxh/lqen, John represents Pilate’s ques-
tion of truth as if it were uttered at the moment of his exit from the
praetorium. As such, it is not necessarily the case that we need to con-
clude that Pilate first asked Jesus his question about truth, and after-
wards left the praetorium. According to kowalski, we can consider
three additional possible addressees of 18,38a: Pilate himself as in a
monologue, the Jews, or the public, as in a classical drama 40. Hence,
it is not so obvious that the addressee of 18,38a is Jesus.
yet, we need to note that the interpretation whereby eivpw,n in 18,38
refers to an action prior to the action denoted by evxh/lqen is not ex-
cluded. As G. Curtius states: “[...] the participle of the aorist is fre-
quently applied to actions previous to a point in past time”.
Nevertheless, Curtius continues by stating that “the participle [...] has
nothing whatever to do with the denotation of past time, and since time
previous to a point in past time is not the less a kind of past time, we
do not here understand at once how the participle became used in this
sense” 41. yet, Curtius found the explanation for this enigma:
But the enigma is solved when we examine the nature of the aorist and
participle. The latter, an adjective in origin, fixes one action in relation
to another. The action which is denoted by the finite verb is the prin-
cipal one. When the secondary action continues side by side with the
principal action, it must stand [parataktikw/j] in the participle of the
present; if, again, referred to the future, the proper sign of the future is
needed; and similarly, the perfect participle serves to express an action
regarded as complete in reference to the principal action. If, however,
it is intended to denote the secondary action without any reference to
continuousness and completion and futurity, but merely as a point or
38 koWAlSkI, “«Was ist Wahrheit?»”, 226-227.
39 koWAlSkI, “«Was ist Wahrheit?»”, 221.
40 koWAlSkI, “«Was ist Wahrheit?»”, 226.
41 G. CURTIUS, Elucidations of the Student’s Greek Grammar (london 1875)
216-217.
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moment, the aorist participle alone remains for this purpose. We in-
deed, by a sort of necessity, regard a point which is fixed in reference
to another action as prior to it, but, strictly speaking, this notion of 
priority in past time is not signified by the aorist participle 42.
Consequently, the interpretation that Pilate first asked Jesus his ques-
tion about truth and only afterwards left the praetorium is not excluded.
But nor is this interpretation dictated by the grammar. It is a matter of
interpretation, and kowalski has good reasons to embrace different in-
terpretations of the addressee of 18,38a. That is why we say that 18,38a
contains a narrative gap, because it is unclear who its addressee is. 
The interpretation that auvtw/| in 18,38a refers to Jesus, is usually
taken for granted, because auvtw/| in Pilate’s two previous questions in
18,33.37 undoubtedly refers to Jesus. Also the fact that 18,38a is placed
at the very end of the paragraph, and kai. tou/to eivpw.n pa,lin evxh/lqen
pro.j tou.j VIoudai,ouj starts a new paragraph in Nestle-Aland, is respon-
sible for the interpretation that Pilate ends his conversation with Jesus
with 18,38a, and afterwards leaves the praetorium. Nevertheless,
kowalski gives good reasons to open up the possibility of other inter-
pretations. Furthermore, we must observe that the asyndeton at the be-
ginning of 18,38 is rather unexpected. There is no conjunction to
connect Pilate’s question in 18,38a with 18,37. By contrast, in 18,37
John uses ou=n to connect Pilate’s question in 18,37a to 18,36. Accord-
ing to BDR, John’s use of asyndeta gives the reader “den eindruck 
von Zwanglosigkeit, nicht eben den von lebendigkeit oder eile des
erzählers” 43. John thus could have used the asyndeton in 18,38 to slow
down the flow of the narrative, and to let the reader be receptive to Pi-
late’s question of truth (18,38a). 
But all these things are not noticeable to the interpreter who is
caught up in his characterization of Pilate. S/he is a slave to his/her
own interpretation, because s/he does not recognize the other possibil-
ities of the text, and is not made aware of his/her own act of interpre-
tation. It is the goal of the second part of this article to discuss the
possibility of an interpretation of 18,38a that is capable of triggering
this hermeneutical consciousness.
We can conclude the first part of this article by stating that, in view
of the story world of the Gospel of John, it is not easy to determine
42 CURTIUS, Elucidations, 217. 
43 F. BlASS – A. DeBRUNNeR – F. ReHkoPF (eds.), Grammatik des neutesta-
mentlichen Griechisch (Göttingen 1990) § 462.
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which characterization of Pilate is the correct one, i.e., an aggressive or
a reluctant Pilate. We have illustrated that there are two reasons for this.
The first one is the presence of narrative gaps. These gaps open up dif-
ferent possibilities to characterize Pilate. The second reason is that every
characterization of Pilate is interrelated with an interpretation of his
deeds and words. And because there are different ways to interpret these,
different characterizations of Pilate are interrelated with them. Tolmie
in his recent study on the secondary literature about the Johannine Pilate
came up with similar observations. For Tolmie these observations did
not prevent him from offering his own interpretation of Pilate, although
he realized that they made it impossible for him to give a final answer
regarding the characterization of Pilate, and that modesty is necessary 44.
This modesty is reflected by his multiple use of the expressions, “to my
mind” and “it seems to me”, in his effort to characterize Pilate. In the
course of this study, we have illustrated that this modesty is surely well
placed. What is needed is a modesty in terms of a consciousness of our
own interpretational activity when we characterize Pilate.
Furthermore, if there is no literary character of Pilate without our act
of interpretation, then there is no story world without our act of interpre-
tation. If we are not conscious of this, we lose contact with this funda-
mental hermeneutical process. As such, we become detached from the
most fundamental dimension of a literary text, namely that it can be
called revelatory. As the Gadamerian notion of a work of art tells us, a
literary text is constituted by the reader’s act of interpretation, and for
this reason the meaning of the literary text is not limited to the authorial
intention, but exceeds this historical limitation 45. To deny a literary text
its revelatory dimension is to deny a literary text its very being. This re -
velatory dimension is inherent to every literary text, and not only to, for
example, the canonical Gospels. The theologically revelatory process is
a dimension of all literary texts. yet, we must be careful if we are stating
that every text can be called revelatory. A text only becomes act-ually
revelatory in the act of interpretation. This also applies to the text of the
Gospel of John. As S.M. Schneiders points out, this implies a dialogical
understanding of biblical revelation as “an event of interaction between
God and the human reader mediated by the text” 46.
44 TolMIe, “Pontius Pilate”, 581-582.
45 H.-G. GADAMeR, Wahrheit und Methode. Grundzüge einer philosophischen
Hermeneutik (Tübingen 1975) 97-161.
46 S.M. SCHNeIDeRS, The Revelatory Text. Interpreting the New Testament as
Sacred Scripture (San Francisco, CA 1991) 149.
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II. Pilate’s Truth Question (John 18,38a)
We will discuss three possible interpretations of Pilate’s question
of truth. We will evaluate not only whether these interpretations are
exegetically possible, but also whether these interpretations can provide
us with an authentic question of truth. With an authentic question of
truth we mean a question of truth that refers us to truth’s very being,
namely un-concealment (avlh,qeia), that is, truth as the result of an un-
concealing or revelatory process. As the result of the process of the un-
concealment of meaning, truth itself is what we have called the result
of the revelatory dimension of a text. Consequently, with an authentic
question of truth we mean a question that reveals this dimension of the
text. As we have said, the reader is not passive in this, but his act of in-
terpretation is constitutive for the revelatory process and lets the reader
participate in it. As such, an authentic question of truth is a question
that invites the reader into this participation. every work of art has this
authentic question of truth, because it is the trigger for the actualization
of its revelatory potential. yet, certain interpretations of the text can
obliterate these triggers, and can therefore also blur the revelatory po-
tential of a text. Hence, our second criterion for evaluating interpreta-
tions of 18,38a can be called valid. Furthermore, as we have illustrated
in the first part of this article, the literary figure of the Johannine Pilate
makes this criterion necessary. There is no literary character of the Jo-
hannine Pilate without our act of interpretation. Therefore, one of the
criteria of this interpretation should be that it does not detach us from
this fundamental hermeneutical process that we have identified as the
revelatory dimension of a text. An interpretation of the literary charac-
ter of Pilate that detaches us from the revelatory dimension of the text
is poorer than an interpretation that reveals this dimension to us, and
therefore the latter should enjoy our preference. 
1. avlh,qeia as an Exclusivistic Concept
A. köstenberger observes that “the three references to truth in
18:36-38 constitute an inclusio with the three references to grace and
truth in 1:14-17” 47. He concludes from this that the Gospel of John
transforms God’s faithfulness to the covenant of the old Testament into
the universal message of the Gospel. We will explain this. köstenberger
states that there are numerous parallels between John 1,14-17 and 
47 köSTeNBeRGeR, “«What is Truth?»”, 45.
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exodus 33–34, and that it is therefore highly likely that the expression
h` ca,rij kai. h` avlh,qeia of the Johannine prologue harks back to the 
expression tmaw dsx in exod 34,6 48. köstenberger interprets this inter-
textual relationship in terms of the fulfillment theory of the relationship
between the New Testament and the old Testament. Unlike Moses, who
was unable to see God (exod 33,20-23), Jesus Christ, the one-of-a-kind
Son of God, has made him known (John 1,18). And while Moses was
the mediator of the law (exodus 34), the fullness of God’s grace and
truth was mediated by Jesus Christ (John 1,17). According to kösten-
berger, John 18,36-38 indicates a progression in this line of thought, 
because it transforms the allusion to God’s faithfulness to the covenant
in John 1,14-17 into the universal message of the Gospel 49. The truth
stands before Pilate. Therefore, there is “a movement from Jew to 
Gentile” 50. As such, it can be said, according to köstenberger, that the
Gospel of John transforms God’s faithfulness to the covenant of the old
Testament into the universal message of the Gospel. According to
köstenberger, Pilate’s question of truth plays an important role in this
universalizing process, because the question is “open-ended” 51. every
reader has to give an answer to the question of whether Jesus is the truth.
Next to the idea that John presents Christianity as the religion that
universalizes the Jewish thinking about the covenant between man and
God, köstenberger presents the Jews in John’s gospel as opposing this
universalization, and as being the driving force behind Jesus’ crucifix-
ion. In this pursuit, they even betray “their own religious heritage”
(John 19,15) 52. John is portraying the Jews as no longer being the peo-
ple of God. The Christians are the new people of God. For kösten-
berger, this is not just a theological view of John, but it also took place
historically with the destruction of the Jewish temple in 70 AD, and
the spreading of Christianity afterwards 53. 
köstenberger interprets avlh,qeia in 18,38a as an exclusivistic term.
If the reader gives a negative answer to Pilate’s question, and does not
acknowledge Jesus as the truth, s/he becomes “apathetic about the issue
of truth itself” 54. There is no way around it. Jesus is the truth, and the
48 köSTeNBeRGeR, “«What is Truth?»”, 43-44.
49 köSTeNBeRGeR, “«What is Truth?»”, 45.
50 köSTeNBeRGeR, “«What is Truth?»”, 45.
51 köSTeNBeRGeR, “«What is Truth?»”, 45.
52 köSTeNBeRGeR, “«What is Truth?»”, 47.
53 köSTeNBeRGeR, “«What is Truth?»”, 61-62.
54 köSTeNBeRGeR, “«What is Truth?»”, 51.
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reader can opt for it, or lose his/her sense for truth entirely. Pilate ex-
emplifies this. köstenberger cites Bultmann to conclude that in 18,38a
Pilate “shuts the door on the claim of the revelation, and in so doing
he shows that he is not of the truth — he is of the lie” 55. In kösten-
berger’s view, it is very simple. As Christians, we need to give an 
“irrefutable answer to Pilate’s question, ‘What is truth?’”, namely by
bearing witness in word and deed to “the truth, the gospel, which 
is found only in Jesus” 56. 
We do not need to explain that such an interpretation of 18,38a is
not able to make the reader aware of his/her activity of interpretation.
The reader is confronted with a choice, namely to opt for Jesus or to
become insensitive to truth in general. This in no way makes the reader
aware that truth or un-concealment (avlh,qeia) is not possible without
interpretation. köstenberger’s interpretation of 18,38a rather conceals
this for the reader. This interpretation of 18,38a denies the reader access
to the revelatory dimension of the text, and leaves him/her with a ter-
rifying non-choice: to take revelation for what it is, or to be damned.
2. avlh,qeia as an Inclusivistic Concept
To conceive the meaning of Pilate’s question of truth (18,38a)
kowalski observes that a double understanding of kingship and truth
is present in John: “Während Jesus von königtum und Wahrheit als
Bestandteile der offenbarung Gottes spricht, hat Pilatus ein irdisch-
reelles Verständnis vom königtum und von der Wahrheit” 57. kowalski
illustrates this double understanding of kingship and truth in 18,36-38.
In 18,36 the Johannine concept of truth runs parallel with Jesus’ un-
derstanding of basilei,a: both are not from this world. While in 18,37
avlh,qeia and ko,smoj clearly exclude each other, this is not the case for
Pilate in 18,38a. That is why kowalski concludes that Pilate’s question
of truth in 18,38a is “eng verbunden mit Jesu Vorstellung vom König-
tum” 58. For Pilate avlh,qeia is parallel to basileu,j, because both are not
opposed to κόσμος, while for Jesus avlh,qeia is parallel to basileu,j, be-
cause both are opposed to ko,smoj. From this, kowalski concludes that
18,38a is a Johannine misunderstanding in which the truth of power is
confronted with the power of truth. kowalski associates the power of
55 köSTeNBeRGeR, “«What is Truth?»”, 52.
56 köSTeNBeRGeR, “«What is Truth?»”, 62. 
57 koWAlSkI, “«Was ist Wahrheit?»”, 217.
58 koWAlSkI, “«Was ist Wahrheit?»”, 217.
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truth with Jesus, because for Jesus power and truth “gehören zusam-
men, insofern sich die Wahrheit in der Machtausübung erweist”, while
she associates the truth of power with Pilate, because for Pilate it is the
other way around: “Macht entscheidet über das, was Wahrheit ist” 59. 
According to kowalski, John pictures Pilate as someone who al-
ways wants to confirm the truth of power, whatever it takes. For this,
Pilate even renounces his conviction of Jesus’ innocence. Pilate’s rest-
less behavior and his going to and fro highlight his irresoluteness and
the fact that he is led by the opinion of the masses, by political situa-
tions (cf. 19,12f.), and by his career and prestige (19,12.15). Pilate’s
body language and the insights into Pilate’s inner life that are offered
by John’s comments make clear that Pilate is driven by a desire 
for power, and that, in order to obtain power, he even renounces his
verbally expressed conviction of Jesus’ innocence (18,38b; 19,4.6). 
Pilate’s only concern is his career and jurisdiction. Hence, kowalski
interprets avlh,qeia in 18,38a as the truth of power.  Because of this,
18,38a has a connotation of power, and it is sharply contrasted with
Jesus’ use of avlh,qeia in 18,37. Pilate is not able to hear Jesus’ voice
(cf. 18,37f.). He understands truth as something abstract, whereas it is
divine and incarnated in a person (14,6). This understanding of truth
makes Pilate dependent on his own desire for power. This is accompa-
nied with a lot of stress. kowalski points out that Pilate’s hearing has
as a consequence fear (19,8) and Jesus’ conviction (19,13).
By contrast, kowalski interprets avlh,qeia in 18,37 as the power of
truth. This truth is attained by hearing a voice. This voice is divine: the
voice of the Holy Spirit (3,8), or of Jesus (3,29; 5,25.28; 10,3.16.27;
18,37), or of the Father (5,37). With the hearing of this voice a process
of liberation has begun: those who hear shall live and rise from death
(5,25.28f), they shall be united (10,3.16), they shall follow the Good
Shepherd, and shall know him, that is, shall have an intimate commu -
nion with him (10,27). Probably with 8,32 in mind, kowalski says 
that “ein großes Maß an Freiheit” is connected with this hearing 60.
kowalski thus sees 18,36-38 as a dialogue with the deaf in which
two conceptions of truth compete with each other, namely the truth 
of power versus the power of truth. According to kowalski, the reader
is not completely passive when s/he watches this battle, because the
dialogue between Jesus and Pilate is dramatic in character, and the
59 koWAlSkI, “«Was ist Wahrheit?»”, 218.
60 koWAlSkI, “«Was ist Wahrheit?»”, 226.
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“Ziel des dramatischen Dialogs ist ein kommunikationsgeschehen
zwischen den Akteuren (inneres kommunikationsgeschehen) und den
Hörern/Zuschauern (äußeres kommunikationsgeschehen)” 61. There-
fore, 18,38a presents a Johannine misunderstanding which has a “leser-
lenkende Funktion” 62. Pilate’s question of truth challenges the reader
to give an answer to it on the basis of what s/he has read before, in par-
ticular Jesus’ self-revelation as the truth in 14,6, as well as on the basis
of the events that follow, that is, the passion story and the resurrection.
Because these last events prove “die tiefere Wahrheit der Sendung und
Person Jesu, seine Wahrhaftigkeit und Authentizität”, the reader pos-
sesses, unlike Pilate, the necessary knowledge to be able to choose be-
tween the truth of power and the power of truth 63.
The reader is therefore able to follow the dialogue with the deaf
between Pilate and Jesus. 18,38a offers the reader, according to kowal-
ski, the choice of either listening to Jesus’ voice, and being delivered
and set free by the power of truth, or listening to Pilate’s voice, and
being chained by the truth of power. According to kowalski, the Jo-
hannine avlh,qeia is an inclusivistic concept. everyone who sincerely
searches for truth, and does not dictate truth out of a position of power,
is, according to the Johannine concept of truth, someone who listens
to Jesus’ voice. even if this person is unaware of his/her orientation 
to Jesus. 
But in spite of this inclusivistic tendency, or rather because of it,
kowalski’s interpretation of the Johannine avlh,qeia and Pilate’s ques-
tion of truth is not able to open the reader up to his/her own activity of
interpretation. In kowalski’s view, 18,38a confronts the reader with
the question of opting for the power of truth, or for the truth of power.
This interpretation of 18,38a has the same problem as köstenberger’s
interpretation, that is, that it conceals the event of avlh,qeia or un-con-
cealment for the reader. It hides the activity of interpretation from the
reader. The reader is not involved in the revelatory process of un-con-
cealment or avlh,qeia, and consequently there is no such process. Just
like köstenberger’s interpretation of 18,38a, kowalski’s interpretation
offers the reader a “take it or leave it” kind of choice. either you take
the truth for what it is, or else you become apathetic to truth in general,
and you only desire power. Although kowalski’s interpretation of the
61 koWAlSkI, “«Was ist Wahrheit?»”, 205.
62 koWAlSkI, “«Was ist Wahrheit?»”, 218.
63 koWAlSkI, “«Was ist Wahrheit?»”, 218.
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Johannine avlh,qeia is not exclusivistic like köstenberger’s, it shares the
same outcome, namely the obliteration of the revelatory process of the
event of avlh,qeia.
3.  avlh,qeia as a paroimi,a
J. Heath agrees with kowalski that 18,38a points out that Pilate is
missing something fundamental which would have enabled him to hear
Jesus’ voice 64. yet, for Heath, this does not imply that Jesus and Pilate
are involved in a struggle between the power of truth and the truth of
power. According to Heath, Pilate’s question of truth “highlights the
hermeneutical issues at stake concerning the relationship between ‘truth’
and linguistic forms” 65. This is ultimately so for Heath, because John
uses paroimi,ai (“hidden sayings”) to describe his project (16,25; cf. 10,6).
John uses these paroimi,ai to deny the truth to “those who listen only to
the words”, that is, to those who take truth for granted and do not ac-
knowledge it as the result of a revelatory process 66. paroimi,ai accomplish
this, according to Heath, because they refer the reader to his/her own ac-
tivity of interpretation, and leave the reader to his/her responsibility to
hear Jesus’ voice, and so to figure out what “truth” is. In Heath’s view,
this is also the reason why John underscores “the limitations of the writ-
ten text, which cannot contain everything about Jesus (John 20,30-31;
21,25)” 67. The words of this text are veiled sayings that challenge the
reader to an exegesis that is a progression of Jesus’ own exegetical ac-
tivity (1,18: cf. evxhgh,sato). Consequently, the reader necessarily needs
to ask what truth is, because reading the text necessarily implies thinking
about the relationship between “truth” and linguistic forms. 18,38a di-
rects the reader to do this, and to unveil John’s paroimi,ai. The reader
takes an active part in the revelatory process that takes place in the act
of interpretation. As such, s/he continues Jesus’ exegetical and revelatory
activity. Pilate’s question of truth triggers this for the reader. 
According to Heath, paroimi,ai have their most condensed form in
Jesus’ evgw, eivmi-sayings. With these sayings Jesus exposes the reader
to “a different network of signifiers and grammar of ‘truth’, distinct
from the worldly, political meaning” 68. Pilate’s truth question makes
64 J. HeATH, “«you Say that I Am a king» (John 18.37)”, JSNT 34 (2011-12)
232-253, here 245.
65 HeATH, “you Say”, 250.
66 HeATH, “you Say”, 250.
67 HeATH, “you Say”, 250.
68 HeATH, “you Say”, 250.
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the reader attentive to the different possibilities of interpretation, be-
cause it encourages “close attention to the words about himself that
Jesus put on Pilate’s lips”, namely: su. le,geij o[ti basileu,j eivmi evgw,.
eivj tou/to... (18,37) 69. We remark that Heath changed the punctuation
of the Nestle Aland-edition, and as a result an evgw, eivmi-saying comes
out of it: basileu,j eivmi evgw, 70.  In this way, “the reference to ‘kingship’
resonates with the Johannine usage of evgw, eivmi” 71, and “the syntactic
and verbal similarities between them encourage hearing them together,
and listening to the interrelationships between them” 72. This is so 
because, according to Heath:
By the time Jesus reaches the praetorium [...] the phrase evgw, eivmi has
become familiar to readers of John’s Gospel as one that is richly im-
bued with connotations of God’s self-declaration in Deutero-Isaiah and
Deut. 32,39. When Jesus observes, su. le,geij o[ti basileu,j eivmi evgw,  it
is plausible that the back to front evgw, eivmi may evoke its significance
in the rest of the Gospel 73.
The reversed order of eivmi evgw, does not impede the evocation 
of the meaning of evgw, eivmi. From this, Heath infers that 18,38a is a
hermeneutical trigger with a range that is much broader than the direct
context of 18,36-38, namely that it prompts the reader to question the
relation between “truth” and the language of all the evgw, eivmi-sayings
that preceded it.  
The question of whether this broadening of the scope of 18,38a is
justified depends on the meaning assigned to the words that introduce
basileu,j eivmi evgw,. According to Heath, we can derive from this expres-
sion that Jesus does not “in words affirm or deny what Pilate says; he
leaves it as a statement that Pilate says, or that he says Pilate says” 74.
Heath observes correctly that 19,21 points out that it is unclear who it is
69 HeATH, “you Say”, 244.
70 For the argumentation Heath presents in support of this alternative punctu-
ation, see HeATH, “you Say”, 232-246. In Nestle Aland 28 we find: su. le,geij o[ti
basileu,j eivmiÅ evgw. eivj tou/to... Notwithstanding her text-critical, tradition-critical,
redaction-critical, and literary arguments to defend it, one has to admit that Heath’s
proposal of the punctuation of 18,37 is somewhat arbitrary, with its main support
found only in the Byzantine text (Su. le,geij° o[ti basileu,j eivmi evgw,)  vEgw. eivj tou/to
gege,nnhmai)))). Consequently, her interpretation is a possible one, yet not the most
probable from a textual point of view.
71 HeATH, “you Say”, 240.
72 HeATH, “you Say”, 247.
73 HeATH, “you Say”, 248.
74 HeATH, “you Say”, 249.
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who says, “Jesus is king”: “Pilate insists on writing it for the Jews, but
they seek to disown it by having it written instead, ‘He said, <I am the
king of the Jews>’” 75. Hence, Heath formulates the question: “Is it ulti-
mately what God says, perhaps through Scripture (John 12,13-16)?” 76. 
Therefore, while Heath correctly states that su. le,geij o[ti basileu,j
eivmi evgw, implies that Jesus puts these words in Pilate’s mouth without
affirming or denying them, it ultimately remains unclear who it is that
calls Jesus king. No one appropriates these words. They all seem eager
to disown them. Nonetheless, it is written in Hebrew, latin, and Greek
for all the world to see (19,20). The double use of the perfect tense in
Pilate’s answer to the Jewish protest at the titulus “king of the Jews”
in o] ge,grafa( ge,grafa (19,22) points out that Pilate has written it with
a certain finality, and that it cannot be undone. It is thus not wrong of
Heath to ask whether it is God who reveals through the text that Jesus
is king. Regardless of the introduction with an indirect reason, this sug-
gests that the revelatory force of basileu,j eivmi evgw, is not any less than
that of the direct evgw, eivmi-sayings, although this might seem so at first
sight. We can even say that su. le,geij o[ti basileu,j eivmi evgw, presupposes
the metaphorical network of the direct evgw, eivmi-sayings, and that the
goal of these sayings is to elucidate and reveal the meaning of Jesus’
kingship. The fact that Jesus states in 18,36 that in his kingdom his ser-
vants do not fight for him evokes the meaning of the evgw, eivmi o` poimh.n
o` kalo,j-saying (10,11.14), because it is the shepherd who gives up his
life for his sheep (10,11). Unlike the worldly king, Jesus does not have
any servants who give up their lives for him, but it is Jesus himself
who gives up his life for his servants, for it is the lord who serves and
washes the feet of the servants (13,1-20). As Heath remarks, evgw, eivmi
o` poimh.n o` kalo,j has “sometimes been interpreted as an image of Jesus’
own royalty, or at least of his rule”, and “[s]hepherd imagery was com-
mon for many kinds of rulers in antiquity, both inside and outside bib-
lical literature, although no biblical kings except David are portrayed
in this way” 77. Heath also refers to “ezekiel’s prophecy about God’s
promised good shepherd, especially in the emphasis on the goodness
of the shepherd and the ambiguity about whether it is God himself or
a human king or both (ezek 34,1-31; cf. John 10,1-18)” 78. Further-
more, Heath adds to this that, although “Jesus’ metaphorical ‘I am the
75 HeATH, “you Say”, 245.
76 HeATH, “you Say”, 245.
77 HeATH, “you Say”, 242. 
78 HeATH, “you Say”, 242.
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good shepherd’ is a much less overtly political image than ‘I am a king’
would be”, this saying does have implications for “society, as the good
shepherd will unite a single flock (John 10,16)” 79. It is thus clear that
su. le,geij o[ti basileu,j eivmi evgw, refers back to evgw, eivmi o` poimh.n o`
kalo,j. And if it refers back to one of the evgw, eivmi-sayings, it also refers
to all the others, because they are highly related to each other, and share
in connotation. Consequently, we have to conclude that Heath’s idea
that su. le,geij o[ti basileu,j eivmi evgw, evokes the meaning of all the other
evgw, eivmi-sayings is not so far-fetched after all.
We can conclude that Heath’s interpretation of 18,38a supplies
what we are looking for. In Heath’s view, 18,38a triggers the reader to
participate in the revelatory process of the gospel event. It does this by
making him/her aware of the act of interpretation that is necessary for
revelation to take place. We are not saying that Heath’s interpretation
is the only possible one. Such a claim is not viable with the principles
of hermeneutics. That these principles are legitimate is shown by the
first part of this article. In line with these principles, we have shown in
the second part of this article that Heath’s interpretation is the richest
interpretation of 18,38a that we have discussed, although it is not the
only possible interpretation.
Conclusion
We have to conclude that, from a narrative point of view, it is not
easy to determine which characterization of Pilate is the correct one,
that he is aggressive or reluctant. We have illustrated that there are two
reasons for this. The first one is the presence of narrative gaps. These
gaps open up different possibilities for characterizing Pilate. The sec-
ond reason is that every characterization of Pilate is interrelated with
an interpretation of his deeds and words. And because there are differ-
ent ways to interpret these, different characterizations of Pilate are in-
terrelated with them. 
This insight has led us to embrace the fact that the potential mean-
ing of a text is always actualized by our act of interpretation. We have
called this the revelatory dimension of literary texts. From this view
point, we have formulated a second criterion for the interpretation of
literary texts. every interpretation of these texts does not only have to
be exegetically correct, but also has to be able to reveal this revelatory
dimension of the text. This secondary criterion has led us to a division
79 HeATH, “you Say”, 242.
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between poorer and richer interpretations. Poorer interpretations cut
the reader off from the revelatory dimension of the text, while richer
interpretations reveal this dimension to the reader.
We have adopted this approach for an interpretation of Pilate’s
question of truth (John 18,38a). We have illustrated that this question
has, exegetically speaking, many possibilities of interpretation. We
have shown that it is not clear who is being addressed in 18,38a, and
that this itself is a narrative gap. even the reader can be considered as
a possible addressee. We have discussed three interpretations in sec-
ondary literature where this position has been defended. 
We have illustrated that the first interpretation, namely that of 
A. köstenberger, operates from an agenda of theological exclusivism.
This interpretation makes it impossible to view truth as the result of a
revelatory process, but it offers this result without taking account of
the process that led to it. Pilate’s question of truth is not what we have
called an authentic question of truth, because it does not reveal the 
revelatory dimension of the text to the reader. köstenberger interprets
Pilate’s question as a non-question, more specifically, as a take-it-or-
leave-it option. The reader can take truth for what it is, that is, as it is
incarnated in Christ. If s/he does not do this, the reader becomes apa-
thetic to truth. Although this interpretation of 18,38a is exegetically
possible, it can be called poor, because it is not able to reveal the 
revelatory dimension of the text.
The second interpretation proposed by B. kowalski, while exeget-
ically possible, is likewise unable to interpret 18,38a as an authentic
question of truth. We have illustrated that this interpretation operates
from an agenda of theological inclusivism. Again, 18,38a is not artic-
ulated as a question, but as a take-it-or-leave-it option. either you take
the truth for what it is, or else you become apathetic to truth in general,
and you only desire power. In this interpretation of 18,38a, truth is not
acknowledged as the result of a revelatory process, and therefore, 
Pilate’s question of truth cannot be called an authentic question of truth.
Again, we have here an exegetically possible interpretation of 18,38a
but not a rich one, because it is not able to reveal the revelatory dimen-
sion of the text. 
It is the third interpretation that is able to articulate Pilate’s question
of truth as an authentic question of truth. J. Heath interprets 18,38a as
referring to the hermeneutical issues that are at stake concerning the
relationship between “truth” and linguistic expressions. Confronted
with 18,38a, the reader is confronted with two different grammars of
“truth”, the worldly grammar of Pilate, and the spiritual grammar of
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Jesus. Both are considered as two possible grammars to interpret real-
ity. The reader is made aware of this by 18,38a, and therefore acknowl-
edges the act of interpretation that is constitutive of the revelatory
dimension of the text. Pilate’s question of truth can be called an au-
thentic question of truth, because it makes us aware that truth is always
the result of a revelatory process in which we participate when we 
interpret reality by language. This participation through interpreting
reality is the goal of 18,38a. Reality reveals itself where Jesus or Caesar
is called king. Such an interpretation of 18,38a does not operate from
a specific theological agenda, but it has an attentive ear for how lan-
guage is able to reveal meaning, namely by our participation in the act
of interpretation in a revelatory process. As such, we have not only an
exegetically correct interpretation but also a rich interpretation, because
it reveals the revelatory dimension of the text.
We can only respect the other-ness that is constitutive of the reve-
latory process by engaging in it, and by fulfilling its potential. The
Gospel becomes Gospel in the act of interpretation, just as we become
the people of God when we testify in word and deed that Jesus is our
king. yet, this is interpretation, for that is the condition of revelation.
Pilate’s question of truth makes us aware of this.
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Summary
This contribution investigates the role of the reader in character studies of the 
Johannine Pilate. It contends that every characterization of Pilate is determined
by narrative gaps, because they give occasion for different ways of interpreting
Pilate’s words and deeds. The potential meaning of the text is always actualized
by our act of interpretation. This revelatory dimension of the text is valuable in it-
self, and therefore should be considered as a secondary criterion for evaluating
interpretations of the Johannine Pilate. In the second part of this contribution, 
we illustrate how this can be done for Pilate’s question of truth.
